United States Senate

June 21, 2021

Mark Zuckerberg

Chairman and Chief Executive Officer
Facebook, Inc.

1 Hacker Way

Menlo Park, California 94025

Dear Mr. Zuckerberg,

We write to express our concern over recent reporting alleging that Facebook failed to remove
vaccine misinformation from its platforms. As the U.S. struggles to reach vaccine hesitant
individuals and the world grapples with new variants, it is more important than ever that social
media companies such as Facebook ensure that its platforms are free from disinformation.

In a February 2021 blog post, Facebook promised to expand “the list of false claims [it] will
remove to include additional debunked claims about the coronavirus and vaccines. This includes
claims such as: COVID-19 is man-made or manufactured; Vaccines are not effective at
preventing the disease they are meant to protect against; It’s safer to get the disease than to get
the vaccine; [and] Vaccines are toxic, dangerous or cause autism.”! According to data from the
Markup.org’s “Citizen Browser project,”” misinformation regarding COVID-19 and vaccines are
readily available on Facebook.? According to Madelyn Webb, a senior researcher at Media
Matters, as late as April 2021, she found 117 active anti-vaccine groups on Facebook.*
Combined, those groups had roughly 275,000 members.”> Even more troubling is the finding that
Facebook “continued to recommend health groups to its users, including blatantly anti-vaccine
groups and pages explicitly founded to propagate lies about the pandemic.”® As public health
experts struggle to reach individuals who are vaccine hesitant, epidemiologists warn that low
rates of vaccine rates coupled with the relaxing of mask mandates could result in new COVID-19
outbreaks.” Moreover, most public health officials agree that because herd immunity in the U.S.
is now unlikely, “[c]ontinued immunizations, especially for people at highest risk because of age,
exposure or health status, will be crucial to limiting the severity of outbreaks, if not their
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2 Citizen Browser consists of a nationwide panel of Facebook users who automatically share their news feed data
with The Markup, including which groups the platform recommends they join.
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frequency.”® In short, “vaccinations remain the key to transforming the virus into a controllable
threat.””

In March 2021, Senator Warner wrote to you expressing these same concerns.'® Your April 2021
response failed to directly answer the questions posed in his letter."* Specifically, you failed to
respond to a question as to why posts with content warnings about health misinformation were
promoted into Instagram feeds.'?> Given Facebook’s continued failure to remove vaccine
misinformation from its platforms, we seek answers to the following questions no later than July
5, 2021.

1.
2.

In calendar year 2021, how many users viewed vaccine-related misinformation?
In calendar year 2021, how many users were recommended anti-vaccine information or
vaccine-related misinformation?

a. Why were these users recommended such information?
In calendar year 2021, how many vaccine-related posts has Facebook removed due to
violations of its vaccine misinformation policy? How many pages were removed? How
many accounts were removed? How many groups were removed?

a. On average, how long did these pages or posts remain on the platform before

Facebook removed them?

What steps is Facebook taking to ensure that its platforms do not recommend vaccine-
related misinformation to its users? Please be specific.
What steps is Facebook taking to ensure that individuals who search out anti-vaccine
content are not subsequently shown additional misinformation?
In March 2019, Facebook said it would stop recommending groups that contained
vaccine-related misinformation content." It wasn’t until February 2021 that the company
announced it would remove such content across the platform. Why did it take Facebook
nearly a year to make this decision?

Thank you in advance or your prompt response to the above questions.

Sincerely,

8 Reaching ‘Herd Immunity’ Is Unlikely in the U.S., Experts Now Believe - The New York Times (nytimes.com)

7 Id.

095025323FD86258CBF3C534F17C76DAS.3.25.21 -instagram-algorithm-final-v2.docx.pdf (senate.gov

"' Facebook response to Sen. Warner, April 28, 2021

2 1d.

'3 Combatting Vaccine Misinformation - About Facebook (fb.com)


https://about.fb.com/news/2019/03/combatting-vaccine-misinformation/
https://www.warner.senate.gov/public/_cache/files/6/0/60a0d01e-1baa-4188-91d1-bbc1936aa913/95025323FD86258CBF3C534F17C76DA5.3.25.21-instagram-algorithm-final-v2.docx.pdf
https://www.nytimes.com/2021/05/03/health/covid-herd-immunity-vaccine.html

‘.
Robert Menende4, U
United States Senator

T & Biino

Mazie K. Hirono
United States Senator

ok £ Honer

Mark R. Warner
United States Senator



